Design Research Society

DRS Digital Library
Learn X Design Conferences

Learn X Design 2019

Jul 9th, 12:00 AM

Contemporary Art for Product Design Studio: Informed
Conceptualism
Çiğdem Kaya Pazarbaşı
İstanbul Technical University

Follow this and additional works at: https://dl.designresearchsociety.org/learnxdesign

Citation
Pazarbaşı, Ç.K.(2019) Contemporary Art for Product Design Studio: Informed Conceptualism, in Börekçi,
N., Koçyıldırım, D., Korkut, F. and Jones, D. (eds.), Insider Knowledge, DRS Learn X Design Conference
2019, 9-12 July, Ankara, Turkey. https://doi.org/10.21606/learnxdesign.2019.12098

This Research Paper is brought to you for free and open access by the Conference Proceedings at DRS Digital
Library. It has been accepted for inclusion in Learn X Design Conferences by an authorized administrator of DRS
Digital Library. For more information, please contact DL@designresearchsociety.org.

Contemporary Art for Product Design Studio: Informed Conceptualism
Çiğdem KAYA PAZARBAŞI
İstanbul Technical University
kayac@itu.edu.tr

doi: 10.21606/learnxdesign.2019.12098

Abstract: The aim of this article is to discuss the potential of studying contemporary art to foster critical
skills in designing. This aim is part of a larger argument of the requirement of equipping design students
with arts and humanities as well as design skills for a more meaningful and ethical future professional
practice. It is hypothesized that contemporary art content guides students towards this meta aim. Here,
contemporary art comes into play as a resource of not only liberal art theory but also its manifestation in
art form. This method of art practice founded intensely on criticality is proposed as a tool for critical
industrial design studio practice. Prior research by the author has indicated that students exposed to
contemporary art content in elective courses acquire consciousness on the meaning of their future
profession, but ways of integrating this content to compulsory industrial design studio courses remains
unknown. Based on the findings of prior research, this study presents as initial argument of developing
ways of such integration. To explain the role of contemporary art as a resource of criticality, first the
criticality implicit in the nature of contemporary art is explained with art historical theory. After that, the
1
change in art after the end of modernism is explained with the ready-made with reference to Fountain
(1917) by Marcel Duchamp. Following this, the presented features of contemporary art are matched with
the parts of the design process it can enrich with particular reference to “utility”, “viability” and “agency”.
This is discussed in more detail with the reported experiences of students who have studied contemporary
art content during their schooling. Experience from the elective course “Contemporary Issues in Design and
th
Interaction Between 20 Century Art and Design” is presented in relation to related theory. The reports
collected from students indicate the ways in which the content is reflected to product design practice in the
studio.
Keywords: design education; industrial design; contemporary art; liberal arts; criticality

1 Introduction
Schön’s definition of designing as a reflective practice has been a major influence in design education. According to
the interpretation of Schön by Nicola Wood (2006), designing is an “argumentative process” that proceeds in cycles of
reflecting and doing iterating each other with intersections and overlaps at times (Wood, 2006). Schön has pointed at
1

It can be argued that Modernism has never started, therefore cannot end according to Bruno Latour (Latour, 1993). Here, the
term modernism is confined to the movement of Modern Art with reference to Clement Greenberg’s essay titled “Modernist
Painting”.
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the architectural studio education to present it as an example of dealing with uncertainty to other university
educators who presented theory first, applied experience and practicum later. The reason for intervening in the latter
type of education was the “lack of confidence” of professions as explained by Schön reporting from a meeting with
professional educators at MIT in 1972: “Albert Keil, then Dean of Engineering at Massachusetts Institute of Technology
(MIT), said that engineers knew how to build ships but not how to decide what ship to build.” (Schön, 1984, p. 1) If we
take a second look at this sentence, it states a problem of social relevancy and ethics. It says that the aim of
professional practice is beyond having the ability to solve problems but it is also solving problems that are helpful and
meaningful, in other words relevant.
How can we as design educators teach designing relevant products to students? For this, it is required to move
beyond asking students didactically to design with relevancy as a matter of teaching style in the studio critiques. In
other words, a structured pedagogy of relevancy is necessary. Hence, methods of critical thinking must be provided to
students during design education.
The main driver of investigating the ways in which contemporary art can nurture critical thinking is avoiding a sole
market-driven approach, a sole function-driven approach or a sole conceptual approach.
To teach students how to design relevant products, art can be a useful resource more than thought. The intersection
of art and industrial design is beyond the common assumption that industrial design objects are sculpturesque and
that the new art is utilitarian. The most important link between art and design is not the rise of design as the inheritor
of high art, because it has been a major reference in and after pop art. The role of design in pop art is only its
signification of the rapidly industrializing society and not its ontology. A less investigated link in design education and
practice is the introduction of the ready-made and its role in the birth of contemporary art. The ready-made’s role is
significant. Contemporary art is not an ethnographic style but as a question of viability.

2 Contemporary Art as a Resource
Here, I propose contemporary art theory and practice as a resource of critical thinking methods for industrial design
students. The scope of this article is confined to industrial design since my personal studio teaching experience has
mainly been in industrial design studios. However, the experience reported here can be used in the curricula of other
creative applied fields.
It is extremely easy to provide theory indicating that artists are critical thinkers in history. Anyone who has taken any
course of art history would have heard that art movements typically have been reactions to the previous art
movement. In one of the few empirical studies comparing the critical thinking dispositions of art students and non-art
students, Nancy Lampert (2015), collecting data from 141 students with California Critical Thinking Disposition
Inventory (CCTDI) has found that art students have significantly high score in truth seeking, maturity and openness
(Lampert, 2015). In past research significant success in critical thinking was found in arts students by other researchers
who study the link between the two (Burton, Horowitz & Abeles, 2000). Although, the reasons of these findings need
further research, we understand that art students have potential to better grasp and respond to critical content about
meaning of their profession.
Looking back at the features of contemporary art, ideas have as much value as technique. A major shift in
contemporary art has been moving from the “ostensive paradigm” to the “discursive paradigm” (De Duve, 1999) also
argued by Danto (1998; 2005) as taking ideas into concern as well as modernist elements such as material, technique
and form (Danto, 1998; 2005; Greenberg, 1960). This shift has opened room for addressing social, environmental and
ethical concerns with the instrument of verbal discussion beyond sole physical manifestation. Hence, the method of
art criticism employed building links between a repertoire of liberal arts theory and technique. The major example of
this turn is the Fountain (1917) by Marcel Duchamp which opens up the question of viability of art. Arthur Danto
explains the question of viability in contemporary art with an example from pop art:
...nothing need mark the difference, outwardly, between Andy Warhol’s Brillo Box and the Brillo boxes in the
supermarket. And conceptual art demonstrated that there need not even be a palpable visual object for something
to be a work of visual art. That meant that you could no longer teach the meaning of art by example. It meant that
as far as appearances were concerned, anything could be a work of art, and it meant that if you were going to find
out what art was, you had to turn from sense experience to thought. In brief, you had to turn to philosophy
(Danto, 1998).

2

Contemporary Art for Product Design Studio: Informed Conceptualism

The philosophical feature of contemporary art was used before to teach conceptual skills in art education. In past
research Julia Marshall taught conceptual art in San Francisco University to foster metacognition of students
(Marshall, 2008). Marshall taught students analysing contemporary with two specific techniques: conceptual collage
and metaphors; and asked them to make art with these two techniques. Here, students gathered critical material such
as words, images and packaging and made conceptual collages and metaphors with this content to make art. Marshall
(2008) advocated that conceptual skills should develop while technical skills are acquired, not one after the latter as
widely practiced (Marshall, 2008).

3 From “Ostensive” to “Discursive”: Viability
To explain better how viability in contemporary art was used as a method in design activity during industrial design
education, Fountain (1917) can be examined. Fountain, is the most well-known read-made of Marcel Duchamp. It is
known as the milestone of conceptual art. Here, Marcel Duchamp sent a urinal to an exhibition as a work of art. This
was not an object made as art in the modernist sense with content depicted with mastery or experimentation of
technique. It was a mundane industrial object. Duchamp purchased a urinal, signed it with the pseudonym R.MUTT
and sent it to the Society of Independent Artists in New York.
According to De Duve (1999), Duchamp has replaced the labour-intensive process of making art to a gesture. This
gesture is only pointing at a found object and naming it as art. In this regard, Duchamp has set the minimum
conditions that defines the art which is the declaration of the artist. Asking if a urinal is art or not is a question of
viability.
In another example, the emergence of the discursive paradigm by just pointing to the object reveals in the works of
Haim Steinbach, who exhibited the objects of mass production without interfering, while showing the inter-object
discursive dimension. Steinbach puts together a variety of ready-made objects from the 1970s, revealing a dialogue
between them only in the same space as a gesture of approach (Stillman, 2012). Steinbach often exhibits objects such
as a toilet brush, vacuum cleaner, detergent box on a wall-mounted shelf. In Steinbach's work, he reveals that his
ontological boundaries are stretching by creating a context in which the only function of a single object is to be
interpreted by the combination of two objects. While Duchamp's transformation from the physical paradigm to the
discursive paradigm continued, Steinbach added inter-object dialogue to this paradigm.
The ready-made opened a new era in art by bringing making art with ideas into the art scene as opposed to the
dominance of style. This is the foundation of conceptualism and later contemporary art. This turn is what design
students benefit most from contemporary art related content. They learn a method for creative inquiry and
motivation for advancing critical thinking during designing.

4 Contemporary Art Content
In this section, findings of a past study on the impact of contemporary art on design students is summarized. This
summary from past experience published with the title “Contemporary Art and Critical Perspectives in Industrial
Design Education” indicates concrete evidence that the content can be useful in product design studio education in
the future. In past research, feedback from students exposed to contemporary art content were collected to
understand its impact from the perspective of the students (Kaya Pazarbasi, 2017).
The research followed the tradition of field inquiry of “wicked problems” in Rittel and Weber’s Dilemmas General
Theory in Planning from 1973. Knowledge emerged during extensive action. For this reason, it is an in-depth inquiry
that does not aim at pinning down a generalizable subjective result. Instead, it is a report of facts collected to make
results apparent. The aim of the interviews was to understand if the content offered was relevant for the students, it
it had impact on their designing and how the courses could be improved from their point of view.
Contemporary art content was introduced to design students within two electives titled Contemporary Issues in
th
2
Design and Interaction Between 20 Century Art and Design offered since 2012 at Istanbul Technical University
Industrial Product Design Undergraduate Program. The maximum number of students in this course could be 20. The
th
th
course contents are not identical since 19 century movements were also covered in Interaction Between 20

2

The course catalog of ‘Interaction Between 20th Century Modern Art and Design’ was initially designed and offered by Maryse
Posenaer Erkip when she was teaching ITU (also taken by the author in her undergraduate education). Contemporary Issues in
Design was a new elective offered by the author. This article is based only on the courses’ syllabi prepared by the author.
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Century Art and Design at the beginning of the semester. The 20 century content was the same. 20 century critical
theory presented with examples from histories of art and design. The course also had a practical component. Students
were required to make a work at the end of the 14 week-long semester and exhibit in a collaborative exhibition as
seen in Figure 1. In addition to the works, each student prepared a written artist’s statement. At the beginning of the
semester the students were provided with syllabus explaining the content and the scope of the course with a weekly
time plan. Each week or once in two weeks, a case example was presented in the form of teacher presentations.
Before the presentation students were asked to read related theory provided. The readings and practice introduced in
teacher presentations include Italian Radical Design, Critical Design, Frankfurt School of Thought, DesignArt, excerpts
from writings of theorists such as Jean Baudrillard, projects of Krzysztof Wodiczko, Stephanie Syjuco and Dunne&Raby.
Readings were first done at home. They were read for the second time together in class. In the classroom first, I
explained the new concepts to students if there were any and answered their questions on concepts or language they
had difficulty in understanding. This was followed by a session where students read aloud the parts they underlined
and each underlined part was discussed together.

Figure 1. View from the group exhibition.

When making a work at the end of the class students were not assigned a subject, nor dimensions, neither a method.
Students did self-directed study in their own timeframe and the only requirement was to bring the works to the
exhibition before the opening. Students were provided with critiques during the semester about their final work if
they wanted to. Most students chose to spoke once about their work where they only reported some basic
information about their work to assign how much room they needed in the exhibition and where their work would be
best to install.
There is no brief in this course. Hence, the problems are not confined. Therefore, projects are about subjects that
student are interested in, which means avoiding doing because it is demanded but because students want it. In other
words, the goal of instructing is not influencing the work of the students but opening up the students’ vision. There is
a high motivation. As a result, for this course design does not have to have a function. They discover their own
interests because there is no design brief. Their contact with their projects is stronger. When a brief is given to
students, they refrain from criticizing their own work whereas when they do a project without a brief on a subject
they are interested in they are prone to criticize themselves more. Philosophical rationality is not negated by technical
rationality.
Feedback on the content, instruction style and contribution of this course was collected with semi-structured in-depth
interviews with students at the end of each semester both to study the impact of this class and improve it. Interviews
with students were made after 10 courses (Interaction Between Art and Design was offered 5 times and
Contemporary Issues in Design was offered 5 times) between Spring 2011-2012 and Spring 2016-2017. All students
who took the class were invited to take part in the feedback collection. Forty-eight students participated in the
interviews. The interviews were made without time limit either at the last class or by making appointments with the
students based on their availability. One of the issues discussed with the students was whether the course content
was beneficial for their design activity in industrial product design studio, the major course of a design student in a
semester with the highest credit value. Students indicated that they have integrated the course content into their
designing as a new method of inquiry of subject matter. Therefore, the material was reflected as part of an informed
methodology of consciousness as opposed to new subject matter. Hence, a change of philosophy can be seen in the
students’ processes.
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According to some students, change in their approaches to designing in the studio was reported as a change in their
attitude. For, example one of the students indicated that s/he no longer tried his/her design to be liked by all of the
instructors and that she learned that there will be a number of supporters of her design. Students reported that they
could take decisions in the studio better. The difficulty of trying to respond to very different critiques of different
instructors was overcome by asking for the viability of the project when necessary. A detailed article on this research
was produced based on this past research (Kaya Pazarbasi, 2017).
For the second phase of the research, which is the topic of this article, three alumni who had taken the courses were
asked directly whether the courses had impact on their thinking and practice during the production of this article.
These three students were selected randomly. In the future, all students who would like to contribute in the
development of the course can be asked this particular question.
Two works by Tugay Topçu and İrem Çakıroğlu can be seen in Figure 2 and Figure 3. For example, in Figure 2
“Untitled” by Tugay Topçu was made after the problematic of the machines and humans where he questions the
interactions of machines and humans. In written his artist’s statement Topçu explains his work as:
“Throughout the history, humankind has found several answers to “why do we exist?” question; the increased
complexity and increased concepts increase the number of questions and answers. Most answers have emerged
from the concepts which derive their existence to maintain the human race (mortality-based religions etc.). And
also, the arts emerged from being aware of mortality along with desire of meaning the life and after death, too.
Throughout the process, we can obviously see the fact that wisdom overcomes everything indeed, even if it
happens slowly. It can be said that we are the ruler of the earth that we were born in a vulnerable condition. So
that we can manage many of our business with machines and computers, without even moving, like we are god.
Have we even taken one small step to answer the question “why do we exist”, throughout this period? Or all we
can do is generating new answers and then refute them all?
We can cross the boundaries the universe puts us?
Is there really something called free will? Or do humans take their all decisions with algorithms under the rules of
the universe put like robots?
In the future, will robots do questioning the existence on our behalf? Will they live the processes we already had,
too? Will they notice the fact that they are not able to find and answer about existence? Will they be poisoned by
“consciousness” like us? Is this a loop?
Someday, is it possible that survival instinct replaced with the death drive?”
According to Topçu, this work provided an opportunity to apply theoretical art history and design history knowledge
to practice. Topçu explains this as: “This course provided a platform for me to express my own ideas and feelings
without the constraints of a design brief. Scientific designing as we do in the design studio develops with imagination
and philosophy. In this class we could use our designing abilities for depicting philosophy and imagination. Our
practice was existential and philosophical in my point of view. If I did not take this course my own thoughts and
feelings would be left as emotions and feelings. The course provided freedom to reflect our inner world.”
According to Eli Bensusan “The course fosters alternative ways of thinking by its exposure of subjects like semiotics,
design philosophy in a different context. The course was a bridge to translate some concepts in art to design. This
helps a unique design perspective to be created. Hence, added value could be part of novel products in the market
which is full of similar products. I could acquire different approaches while creating strategies of added value.”
Irem Çakıroğlu who made the work seen in Figure 3 explains how the course content changed her thinking and
practice as such: “In the product design studios, we proceed with a realistic perspective. Although we develop
concepts at the beginning of the project, at the end of the day we are required to design feasible and marketable
products. In this course, the priority of design criteria was different than the project studio. The constraints were
different. When the confines of the realistic constraints are removed the blindness about feasibility is shrugged off.
Then, the role of products in the society can be investigated from a different perspective. When we concentrate on
feasibility that perspective would not be revealed. For example, in Silent Headset I could identify a different need from
5
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a sociological point of view and show that need. The headset is designed to listen to music but beyond that it is an
object to set boundaries of privacy in public. It indicates that the person does not want public communication.” Here,
Irem states that she had access to the idea that designed objects have agency as well as utility.

Figure 2. “Untitled” by Tugay Topçu, 2016, plastic display model, plastic water disposal hose used in washing
machines, spray paint, polyurethane foam

Figure 3. “Silent Headset” by Irem Çakıroğlu, 2016, ready-made plastic.

5 Reflection of Content in Industrial Design Studio
As stated in detail in the previous section, it was found in past research that some students acquired an attitude of
designing during the courses as depicted in some of their quotes. A question that arose during this past study, which is
the subject matter of this article, was how to amplify the impact of the content. As indicated at the beginning of the
article, this could be possible with integrating the content in compulsory product design studio. This requires
developing a method of integration without negotiating the fundamental outcomes of the studio. Two concepts that
can be used to adopt criticality in the studio can be “viability”, “utility” and “agency”.
The significance of questioning viability is its unstated central role in critical industrial design studio practice which has
started being unravelled with the feedback of the students who have been exposed to contemporary art content.
Here, viability can come into play to guide students while going through the extremely complex argumentative
process of designing. To explain viability better, one can simply ask whether the design is viable to be named as
“design”. This means deliberately moving away from the brief provided as a starting point and formulating a new set
of criteria which is highly personal but which does not oppose to the design brief. For example, Topçu could include
personal content into designing.
A tool contemporary art content provides is lack of utility. In an education condensed on functionality and a market
pull, it can be hard for students to move away from the limitations and restrictions of industry to be open, creative
and critical lying at the foundation of radical innovation. A method of scaffolding can be adopting uselessness from
art: the most distinct feature of art practice separating it clearly from applied creative fields. As explained by Topçu,
without the constraints of the design brief, he could find freedom to bring personal interpretation of theory into
6
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practice. And he finds this valuable since he thinks designing can develop with imagination and philosophy. According
to Eli Bensusan utility is a narrow understanding of design and contemporary art can serve for design to have agency.

6 Towards an Informed Conceptualism in the Studio
It would not be wrong to say that pragmatism through functionalism shaped the history of design education
pedagogy, based on Fern Lerner’s article “Foundations for Design Education: Continuing the Bauhaus Vorkurs Vision”
(Lerner, 2005). In this study, instead of sole pragmatist functionalism other strategies for conceptualizing novel and
meaningful products are proposed. Although the words “concept” and “conceptual design” exist, we need to
understand that conceptual design should not be limited to “concept products”, those products designed without or
with limited focus on feasibility. Having observed in past research that contemporary art provides a door for critical
performances of industrial design as a profession, it can as well lend the method of viability and lack of utility to the
design studio. In addition to this, contemporary art content serves design to have agency beyond utility. It can be a
strategy to vocalize the agency of the designed object suggesting layers of meaning beyond utility.
A danger about using the freedom of art is its ignorant and irresponsible interpretations in conceptual design.
Anything being able to be art after Duchamp for some has opened room for bad art that for some does not qualify as
art in brackets. The same problem is present in design. I name avoiding labour-intensive work of industrial design for
supposedly the sake of conceptualism easy politics and ask this crucial question: “Have you done the reading?”
meaning that conceptualism should not be confused with identity construction as a student but has to be discussed
with related theory. To get back to Duchamp, he was not anyone who one day became a celebrity with a gesture as
simple as saying that a urinal is art. He was a cubist master painter before that. Liberal arts readings are crucial for
conceptualism not to negate skill mastery.
How to integrate new content needs further study to teach students structured methods of how to integrate new
content to their industrial design practice. Otherwise, conceptualism is misunderstood and the fundamental
requirements of the profession for designing meaningful industrial products can be omitted beyond the intention of
conceptualism.
A question to be investigated in further studies based on this research is the experience level in which the mentioned
content can be offered to students. Although, these courses are offered as an elective for sophomore and senior
students; arguing that skill acquisition and conceptual growth should develop simultaneously, freshman and junior
students can be exposed to this content in their studio education.
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